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ABSTRACT
This article deals with the figure of Antonio Panizzi, consid-
ered as an Italian patriot and English librarian. It highlights the
constant attention he devoted to the Italian political events
throughout his life: from his arrival in London (1823) as
a political exile, to his informal ambassador in United Kingdom,
a role that allowed him to lobby the political class and the press
on behalf of the cause of Italian patriots forced in the prisons of
Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. The article describes the multifa-
ceted library activity carried out by Panizzi at the British Library,
of which he became Principal Librarian in 1856. Panizzi is con-
sidered to be the first Promethean Librarian of the 19th century,
a great reformer with new ideas on library services, innovative
methodologies, and working practices in librarianship. Panizzi
rigorously carried out the activity of librarian at the British
Library without ever forgetting the need for a free, unified, and
democratic Italian state.
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«I want a poor student to have the same means of indulging his learned curiosity
[… ] as the richest man in the kingdom».
Antonio Panizzi
Foreword
Antonio Genesio Maria Panizzi (born in Brescello, Reggio Emilia, Northern
Italy, on September 16, 1797 – died in London, on April 8, 1879) is a fasci-
nating and extraordinary man of many talents and disparate interests. Not
only is he one of the most celebrated librarians of all time, a great scholar
of Italian literature and printing in Italy, but during his lifetime, he was
also a deeply committed patriot devoted to the cause of the unification of
his native Italy. His very considerable professional and political achieve-
ments were recognized not only in England, his adopted country, where he
received a knighthood (1869) and other numerous honors, but also from
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his native Italy, where he was elected Senator (1868) in the Senate of the
new Kingdom of Italy (created 1861).
Panizzi’s innovative contribution in various fields of his versatile and
diverse activities has been studied and examined in several published
works. However, such research has by no means been exhaustive and much
remains to be completed to examine Panizzi’s contributions both in depth
and in their various ramifications. The manuscript and printed primary
sources for this further examination and research into Panizzi’s legacy form
an imposing and very rich “seam of information” that needs to be explored
and “mined.” A great proportion of these resources are found at The
British Library as well as in other English, British, Italian, European, and
American libraries. A census is needed and is, doubtless, long overdue.1
Numerous biographical studies exist.2 The year 1871 saw the publication
of the autobiography Passages in My Official Life3 which is an extended
and detailed account of his professional life and activity at the British
Museum. It forms an important and eloquent testimony and record of his
career, which was not circulated widely. Indeed, it was originally “printed
for private circulation” and consequently is seldom quoted. Moreover, the
Italian version of this work4 is found in very few Italian libraries and until
recently was not even registered in a catalog.5
Panizzi is considered by some to be the “First Promethean Librarian of
the nineteenth century,”6 a great reformer, a great organizer, and a great
manager, responsible for a team of collaborators from whom he was able
to elicit new ideas and innovative methodologies and working practices. He
was an analyst and planner of numerous projects in library management,
yet, there are many aspects of his enormous achievements and legacy
that still remain to be explored and discovered. Of special interest are the
areas of his contributions as a planner and organizer of library services,
collection development, and management during his career at the Library
of the British Museum, one of the largest and most important libraries at
the time. He worked there tirelessly from 1831 to 1836, which, arguably,
led to the foundation of the British National Library and the creation (in
1973) of the British Library we all know today. Some of the areas for which
he was responsible range from his acquisitions policy, the rules and legisla-
tion for legal deposit, and his creation and day-to-day management of the
very high-quality Library Catalogue, based on known and tried and tested
scientific criteria, to the creation and opening up to the general public
of a new, excellent reading room, his celebrated Round Reading Room,
a masterpiece of Victorian engineering and design and a point of reference
and standard for future libraries.
A definitive and seminal work, Carlo Dionisotti’s “Un professore
a Londra” (“A Professor in London”), closely details Panizzi’s early career
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